FOUNTAIN PENS —- WHY & HOW 
Tim McCormick 


1. Background: why? 


Fountain pens are a 19th-century invention based on the ancient reed 
pen and quill pen. They are still used around the world by students, 
writers, professionals, and digerati for a variety of reasons: 

- Expression: fountain pens can express a writer's “hand” more fully 
due to variety of stroke width and ink flow, can use a vast range of 
inks, and can be beautiful and distinctive objects. 

- Ergonomics: many people find a fountain pen to be the most 
effortless, comfortable, and balanced writing instrument. 

- Economy/Environment. a fountain pen can be used indefinitely if 
maintained, and be refilled inexpensively and nearly waste-free with 
bottled ink. 

- Connoisseurship/Ceremony: fountain pens have rich history and 
symbolism, and a wide range of styles & qualities, from $2 
disposable/student pens to luxury collectibles; they are often finely 
designed and crafted, and suitable for heirlooms & gifts. You're not 
going to sign that peace treaty or dissertation with a ballpoint, are 
you? See also: steampunk. 


2. Getting Started 
Your pen(s): brand / model / nib: 


Ink system: _ built-in converter; _ built-in piston filler; 
_ standard or _ other cartridge/converter 


_ Cartidge(s) is stored inside the barrel and/or in the box. 


_ Converter is in the barrel or in the box. This is a reusable ink holder 
sometimes used in place of a disposable cartridge. 


To start, either: 

a) get & install a cartridge. See “Installing an ink cartridge”; or, 

b) one is already installed. Take the cap off, and try drawing some 
lines & letters. If no ink flows, see “Helping to start ink flow” below; or 
c) use the built-in or removable converter (see “Using a converter’). 

d) fill with piston filler. See further instructions with pen or online. 


3. Parts of a fountain pen 

The pen is basically an ink container & handle around a nid, or writing 
point. Nibs may be steel or gold, often tipped with a hard precious 
metal such as iridium for durability; may be graded (Extra Fine to 
Broad — EF, F, M, B); vary in flexibility and shape; and can sometimes 
be interchanged between pens. The nib is the main determinant of the 
pen's quality & writing style. 


4. Installing an ink cartridge 


First, take the cap off (try unscrewing, then pull), and unscrew barrel. 
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Next, identify the front end of cartridge. (it's usually narrower, and will 
have a small plastic or glass dome seal inside). 


Insert into the nib assembly (aka “section”) of pen, and push hard, 
until you feel the seal pop and the cartridge slide firmly 1/8" into 
place. Don't worry, the pen is unlikely to spill, leak or break. Try 
drawing some strokes, and then if necessary follow the steps below. 


5. Helping to start ink flow 

Sometimes you may need to: a) shake the pen a few times; and/or 

b) unscrew barrel, and gently queeze cartridge until ink flows; or c) 
dab a tiny drop of water to top of the nib, at the air hole. This should 
get some liquid flowing in the channel; or d) if you have an ink 
converter, twist or push the plunger slightly to push ink to the nib. 


6. Using the pen 

The pen should be held so that top 
of the nib (usually convex) is facing 
upward/forward. Slightly increasing 
your pressure against page may make 
the “tines” of the nib spread wider, 
increasing line width and ink flow. 





7. Paper 

Fountain pens/inks can behave quite differently on different papers, 
more so than other pen types — e.g. different line thickness, ink spread 
(“feathering”), blobbing, or bleed-through. Generally, papers work less 
well if cheaper, more porous, rougher, and/or less opaque. Paper and 
notebooks from Clairefontaine & Rhodia are especially recommended. 


8. Care and feeding 
It's best to put the cap on when you're not using the pen. Store the 
pen tightly capped, standing with nib up. 

After a long period of disuse the pen may need restarting to write 
again. See “Helping to start the ink flow,” above. In some cases, it may 
be necessary to clean the pen with warm water and reload ink. If 
particularly stubborn, remove the pen nib section, and soak overnight 
in warm, slightly soapy water, then rinse with clean water. 


9. Getting more cartridges 

Replacements cost from $0.30-$2.00 each, at stationery, office, or art 
stores; or online e.g. Jetpens, Amazon. Most pens use “standard 
international” cartridges, but some brands use their own, e.g. Parker, 
Lamy, Pilot; make sure you get the type for your pen. 


10. Using a converter 

A converter is a reusable device used to load & hold ink, used instead 
of disposable ink cartridges. To fill, you install converter on pen, 
submerge the nib into ink (past the air hole), then twist, retract, or 
pump the converter mechanism to draw the ink up and fill the 
reservoir. This starts ink flow immediately and flushes/cleans the pen. 


11. Bottled ink 

There is a huge range of ink brands and colors available, from Pelikan, 
Private Reserve, Noodler's, etc. Note, you should use ink intended for 
fountain pens; other types such as standard India ink or illustration ink 
may clog or corrode your pen. Bottled ink can be used with a 
converter, or can be used to refill empty cartridges using a syringe. 


12. “Posting” 

On most pens the cap can be turned and fitted on to the end of the 
barrel when the pen is in use; the cap is said to be “posted.” It provides 
an alternate weight/balance which may be preferable for some hands. 


13. Infinitely more information 
see FountainPenNetwork.com 
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